FRENCH   POLITICAL  THOUGHT
But if Proudhon never carried out a frontal attack on private
ownership as an isolated phenomenon it is only because he
saw more deeply than many apparently more hostile critics
its fundamental importance as the real basis of the whole
social system. " Believing as we do/' he wrote in Le Peup/e,
" that religions, philosophical systems, old political constitutions,
judicial organizations, past forms of association as well as of
literature and art, have been only particular manifestations
of material conditions, is it not obvious that, should these
conditions change, or, in other terms, political economy being
revolutionized by a change in the relation between capital and
labour, those two great factors of production, everything in
society will change, philosophy, politics, literature, art?"
And in another passage he says that "Property is the most
fundamental principle according to which the revolutions of
history can be explained/'1
What needs reforming, therefore, is not private property in
its details, but the whole political and economic system which
has made its abuses possible, and this will ultimately entail
a far more drastic reform of the property system than any
tinkering with taxation or inheritance.
Proudhon first appears as a critic of the whole social order
in his De la Creation de TQrdre—a somewhat confused essay
which need not detain us, being chiefly concerned with meta-
physics and philosophy ; it is mainly of interest, first, as having
revealed to German Socialists a Proudhon frankly hostile to
all religion2 instead of being tinged with religious sentiment
as most of his predecessors ; secondly, as defining his concep-
tion of economic laws as the only real laws of history—their
violation brings about social disturbances and their evolution
causes social progress. The economic is therefore now the chief
factor which must be allowed to control, and Socialism, which
is only another term for political economy, will take hold of
society and direct it to its future destinies.
Of much greater importance is his Systeme des Contradictions
1	Quoted by Pirou, Proudhonisme et Syndicalism e, p. 203.
2	Some called him the French Feuerbach. On his real attitude to religion
see infra, pp. 274, 275 and 291.
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